. soon after the death of Seurat's younger sibling, a brother who was born in 1863 and died in 1868. (Seurat, born on December 2, 1859, was therefore between three and four years that child's senior.) Whether or not this tragedy precipitated the father's departure, it must have profoundly affected the entire family, including Georges, by then a boy of eight or nine.9
Seurat's two surviving siblings, his brother, Emile, and sister, Marie Berthe, were respectively twelve and thirteen years older than the future artist, who consequently lived much of his childhood alone with a doting mother whose tenderness toward him was probably accentuated by the loss of her youngest child. Throughout his brief life, Seurat remained very attached to his mother. Although the artist spent most of his waking hours in his separate studio, he continued to live at home until his death in 1891; impeccably clad, he dined with his mother every night, even after he had established the liaison with his mistress, Madeleine Knobloch, who would bear him a son. Unlike her husband and older son, Madame Seurat was very supportive of Georges's artistic ambitions. In view of his extreme attachment to his mother, it is perhaps not so surprising that Seurat chose as his mistress a girl whose social status and character were as far removed from that of his mother as possible.10 No matter how much or little time the elder Seurat spent with his family, there can be no doubt that he exerted a profound effect on Georges's character, for the son grew up to share his father's precise, methodical approach to life. Surely only the son of a most painstaking man could have invented Pointillism! From his father too the artist probably inherited his unusual visualmotor skills; although Seurat senior had lost a hand in an accident, he was so dexterous in managing his prosthesis that he could neatly carve and distribute a roast, slice by slice, impaled on his hook." The fact that the father, so stern and rigid, possessed this dangerous-looking appendage must have added to young Georges's awe of him; small wonder that acquaintances noticed Seurat's seeming timidity and gentleness (though they all recognized his underlying, extreme stubbornness and determination).12 Seurat's father was an extreme religious fanatic who engaged in heterodox religious rituals. Fond of enacting the role of a priest, he rigged up a chapel at his country villa, where he "said" Mass for as many of the local peasants as he could corral to play the congregation, while his gardener enacted the role of assisting deacon."3 He also owned an enormous collection of popular religious prints and used many of them to decorate the walls of his villa. The artist's own interest in popular broadsides-a large number of such images populaires were discovered in his studio following his death-probably grew out of his identification with his father's unusual propensity for collecting cheap holy pictures."4 As one might expect from someone who had grown up in such peculiar circumstances, Seurat showed meager social skills and had little empathy for others. Acquaintances all described him as quiet and withdrawn in social situations, except when discussing art, especially his own theories and projects, when he would become animated and involved. (The critic T6odor de Wyzewa noted that Seurat had planned out his projects thirty years into the future and never tired of explaining in detail, to anyone he could buttonhole, his researches, the sequences he planned to use, and the number of years he expected to spend on each project.)" Quite insistent on receiving due credit for the originality of his ideas, Seurat was eternally apprehensive (like the equally suspicious Paul C6zanne) that his artistic peers would steal, simplify, and cheapen his innovations. These suspicions led him, on more than one occasion, to make cruel accusations of plagiarism. So sensitive was the kindly Camille Pissarro to Seurat's quasi-paranoid fearfulness that the older artist constantly found himself reassuring the world-not to mention Seurat himselfabout the primacy of the latter's artistic ideas. '6 No one quotes a single remark of Seurat's that documents any humanitarian interests on his part. Nor do we possess any proof that the imagery of the Grande Jatte contained veiled political messages actually comprehended, but deliberately ignored, by friendly critics of the period. T. J. Clark may argue that Felix Feneon, the critic closest to Seurat, purposefully downplayed the Grande Jatte's daring social implications, but it seems much more logical to infer that reviewers did not comment about such issues because they were neither uppermost in Seurat's mind when he created the picture nor in those of his contemporaries who viewed it." Had any of the numerous critics then unreceptive to the glories of the GrandeJatte discerned such underlying themes in it, they surely would not have missed the opportunity to use such observations to ridicule the painter and his creation still more savagely.
Although Seurat obviously intended that his great painting appear totally modern and up-to-the-minute, he simultaneously realized that he was creating the 225 GrandeJatte for the ages. Well aware, like Michelangelo before him, that the specific problems of his era would matter very little to the average viewer a thousand years in the future, Seurat designed his figures to merit comparison with those depicted on the Parthenon frieze, not to document the transient social problems of his period. 18 The Creation of the Grande Jatte
The elder Seurat's usurpation of the rights and rites of the priesthood dramatically demonstrated to his artist son that one need not await ordination by a bishop to assume holy orders. But if his father's unconventional behavior encouraged Georges in his own daring ambitions, it also reinforced in his mind the central importance of the methodical appruach to every endeavor. Although Seurat's father aspired to offer Mass, he was neither qualified nor entitled to do so, and he could only play act the role of priest, pretending to himself and his "congregation" that he could effect the miracle of the Eucharist. Both aspects of the paternal lesson played a part in the evolution of the Grandejatte. Seurat initiated his artistic career with a lengthy, self-imposed apprenticeship initially devoted solely to the creation of drawings; gradually he added small panel paintings and oils on canvas to his repertory. Then in 1883 the young artist suddenly and boldly made the quantum leap from painting modest-sized pictures to creating a mural-sized canvas, Bathing, Asnieres (pl. 1). That a young man in his early twenties should have undertaken a project of this scope (at a time when far fewer artists dared to work on such a scale than is the case today) reflects a level of selfconfidence that one might label hubris, had not Seurat's belief in his genius been so well justified. By the spring of 1884, he had completed Bathing, and he immediately set to work on the Grande Jatte, a composition that he must have had in mind for some time. From the moment he first conceived of this project, Seurat surely realized that it would play a unique role in his career, and in the history of art as well. From the start, the Grande Jatte became Seurat's magnificent obsession. Never again would the creation of a single canvas involve so many preparatory drawings and preliminary painted sketches on his part, culminating in the definitive oil study (p.
195, fig. 26).
That Seurat intended to create a revolution with the Grande Jatte seems certain enough. The question remains: What kings of modernism did he hope to dethrone when he unveiled the Grande Jatte to the Parisian public? Edouard Manet and Claude Monet, the foremost avant-garde painters then active in France, immediately come to mind. Seurat spoke admiringly of Manet and his importance in the evolution of modernism, but complained about Monet's "coldness" (an interesting reaction from a man who could scarcely be described as warm and spontaneous himself) and apparently downplayed the importance of Monet's example in his own artistic development."9 Significantly, among Seurat's contemporaries, only Manet and Monet had executed paintings that might be described as direct ancestors of the GrandeJatte, not only in their related subject matter, but in their revolutionary intent: each had created a large composition on the theme of a "luncheon on the grass." Though both pictures had been created twenty years or more before Seurat initiated the Grande Jatte, events of early 1884 again focused the attention of the Parisian art world on these pictures. The great memorial exhibition honoring Manet, who had died the previous April, opened in January 1884, at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts.20 Seurat surely attended this major artistic event (perhaps many times), where he would have had the opportunity not only to view the Luncheon, but Manet's final masterpiece, The Bar at the Folies-Bergere (1881-82; London, Courtauld Institute), a canvas whose implications would not have been lost on the younger artist either. But it must have been the Luncheon ( fig. 3 ) that spoke to Seurat most directly as he prepared to paint his own interpretation of Parisians enjoying a summer outing beside the water.
In the early spring of 1884, Monet enlisted the help of his dealer, Paul Durand-Ruel, in a determined effort to reclaim his enormous version of the Luncheon, which he had been forced to abandon when he moved from Argenteuil to Vetheuil in 1878.21 He soon succeeded in repossessing the canvas, only to discover that large sections had been destroyed by mildew during its years in storage. He salvaged two intact portions, which he retained in his own collection throughout his lifetime. As an elderly man, he kept the major central remnant on exhibition in one of his studios ( fig. 4 ) and proudly posed for his photograph before the painting. It seems logical to assume that he showed it off to artist friends like Pissarro and Auguste Renoir as soon as he had it in 226 
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hand again. Seurat could have learned about this rescue operation and the appearance of the surviving fragment through his many shared artistic contacts with Monet. If Seurat's knowledge of these two versions of the "luncheon" theme helped to inspire his own, new undertaking, the history of both pictures also conveyed implicit cautionary tales that must have reinforced his determination to follow the most careful procedures in executing his own great figurative landscape. Manet's Luncheon had apparently been a studio production, painted indoors from start to finish, a fact reflected in the character of the landscape, which looks a bit as though the artist had rolled a painted backdrop down behind his sitters, then reproduced it in his picture. The young Monet, no mean competitor himself, apparently determined to outdo Manet by painting his composition outdoors, so he executed the large-scale final study, at least in part, in the forest of Fontainebleau, planning to enlarge it to its definitive scale (fifteen by twenty feet) in his studio.22 This ambitious project proved to exceed both his artistic and financial means, and Monet was finally forced to abandon the canvas unfinished.
Seurat intended to avoid similar problems by basing his painting on elements elaborated independently in nu- merous careful drawings and panel paintings made on the site, then assembled in the studio into a single composition, organized according to the mathematical proportions of the Golden Section. He also applied the most up-to-date scientific information about the laws of color mixture and perception to his painting process, and the consistency of light depicted in the Grande Jatte certainly helps to unify this composition, which its creator envisioned as a work that would wed science to art in a permanent, royal union.23
The Impressionist exhibitions held in Paris in 1881 and 1882 provided additional fertile sources of inspiration for Seurat, who religiously attended these events.24 At the 1882 show, he would have seen Renoir's delightful picture Luncheon of the Boating Party ( fig. 5) , depicting a group of the artist's friends dining at an outdoor restaurant on the Seine, whose sparkling waters are visible in the background. If the similarities between Renoir's canvas and the Grande Jatte seem more generic than specific, the same cannot be said of Federico Zandomeneghi's Place d'Anvers ( fig. 6 ), included in the sixth Impressionist exhibition, which opened in Paris on April 1, 1881. Zandomeneghi's canvas shows startling formal and iconographic relationships with Seurat's picture. In view of the latter's quasi-paranoid resentment over the alleged appropriation of his inventions by contemporaries, his free incorporation of so many of Zandomeneghi's seems startling-proving perhaps the validity of the adage that good artists borrow, but great artists steal.
But Seurat by no means limited himself to ideas gleaned from more or less contemporary works (including those of Pierre Puvis de Chavannes, another important model for the younger artist). Rather he turned to the great works of the past as major sources of inspiration for a composition that he obviously intended should be timeless, as well as absolutely contemporary. Can it be accidental that Seurat's selection of works from the past concentrated so heavily on great religious decorations? It seems likely that this choice was both conscious and deliberate, reflecting the fact that, from the start, he conceived of the Grandejatte as a modern icon, the secular equivalent of a great religious altarpiece. In this regard, it seems relevant that, in a commentary written later about the Grande Jatte, Seurat specifically linked its inception to a religious holiday, emphasizing that he began the studies and the painting proper on Ascension Thursday 1884.25 In another statement, alluded to above, he described his artistic goal as that of depicting modern people moving about as they do on the frieze of the Parthenon, which portrays the annual sacred procession honoring the goddess Athena. This 229 greatest of Greek temples must have often been in Seurat's mind when he initiated his project; as Robert Herbert observed, the artist's treatment of the grove of trees on the GrandeJatte rendered in a beautiful drawing recently acquired by the Art Institute (p. 207, fig. 9 ), recalls the columns of the Parthenon, reminding us of the fact that, in the earliest Greek temples, such columns were actually created from tree trunks.26
The similarities between the protagonists of the Grande Jatte and those depicted by Piero della Francesca in his frescoes at Arezzo have been widely recognized. However, the fact that Piero's paintings depict a deeply religious subject-the finding of the True Cross by the Empress Helena, mother of Constantine-is usually glossed over in favor of emphasizing the abstracting, geometricizing tendencies and mathematical concerns shared by the two artists.27
Seurat's interest in the wonderful collection of Egyptian artifacts in the Musee du Louvre, Paris, also played an important role in the evolution of the Grande Jatte, whose figures have seemed to many observers virtually as hieratic as those found in Egyptian art. One might also note that the discrepancies in scale evident in Seurat's canvas recall the proportions of Egyptian art, where the pharaoh is invariably rendered as much larger than anyone else, while other individuals are graduated in size according to their rank and relationship to the ruler.28 The fact that many of those paintings and reliefs depict personages on the shores of the Nile probably made such fragments doubly appealing to Seurat, engrossed as he was in portraying contemporary Parisians on the banks of the Seine. But the fact that virtually all of Egyptian art was deeply religious in character, designed to embellish temples and tombs, may also have played a major role in directing Seurat's attention to this rich source. 29 Although critics have not usually compared Seurat's personages to those depicted in Byzantine mosaics, similarities seem apparent. The way Seurat flattened bodies and reduced drapery folds to flat, linear details, rendered in stitchlike strokes, recalls corresponding characteristics in the treatment of figures at important Byzantine religious sites, such as Ravenna.30
Despite the vast scope of his Grande Jatte project, Seurat completed the big painting in less than a year. He had it ready by March 1885 when it was scheduled to be included in the exhibition of the Independants, which was cancelled. After a summer on the sea coast, he returned to his studio and to the Grande Jatte, which he reworked extensively between October 1885 and May 1886, when it was shown in the eighth, and final, Impressionist exhibition. During that winter and spring, he significantly modified several of the major figures (most notably the woman with the monkey and the woman fishing, whose bustles he updated according to styles depicted in the latest fashion broadsheets) and added the extensive veil of Pointillist dots that now covers much of the painting's surface.
Seurat's obsession with the Grande Jatte did not end with this second painting campaign; several years later, perhaps as late as 1890, he returned to the picture again, restretching the canvas to expose its virginal margins, on which he painted Pointillist borders in pigments different from those used in the original composition. Before making the latter changes, he evidently tried out his new idea on the final study (p. 195, fig. 26 ). This canvas too bears evidence of being restretched after its completion to provide space for a painted border similar to that enclosing the definitive version. Even more surprising, Seurat also later retouched at least one other preliminary study for the Grande Jatte.31
Between 1886 and 1888, the artist returned to the Grande Jatte in a more indirect manner, reproducing a large segment of the lower right quadrant of the picture in two versions of The Models, painted in 1886-87 (Philadelphia, Barnes Collection) and 1888 (pl. 5). The emotional investment in The Models that led him to create a second version correcting defects he perceived in the first of these compositions may have had its inception in a desire to disprove critical charges that the Pointillist technique could not be adapted to painting the nude. After the fact, Seurat apparently concluded that the Pointillist brushstrokes employed in the first version of The Models seemed too minute, and he created the second smaller, more luminous revision. His motivations for including the Grande Jatte in his representation of the models remains more mysterious. However, this gambit did provide Seurat with an opportunity to "correct" a problem that developed soon after he completed his second campaign on the Grande Jatte: the myriad orange and green dots he added to the painting at that time soon changed color and faded. The resulting imbalances destroyed Seurat's cherished ambition of providing viewers with unique sensations of optical luster.32 Reproducing that portion of the GrandeJatte in his next major picture permitted him to correct those 230 defects. In the exquisite final revision of The Models, the segment from the Grande Jatte appears as a shimmering mirage, less substantial than in its original conception, but far more luminous.33 Seurat's continued preoccupation with the Grande Jatte, an obsession that seemingly prevailed throughout the remainder of his lifetime, reinforces the hypothesis that this picture-above and beyond all his other canvases-played a unique role, both in his artistic evolution and in his mental life.
The Iconography of the Grande Jatte
To be truly convincing, any symbolic interpretation of the Grande Jatte must account for its enduring broad appeal, the fact that it speaks with equal forcefulness to the general public and art professionals alike. Repeated informal observations and conversations with visitors to The Art Institute of Chicago admiring the picture suggest that many people relate to this painting on a deeply personal level, perhaps one with unconscious roots or ramifications. This conviction received additional confirmation a few years ago, when interviews with leading Chicago painters about the role the Grande Jatte had played in their careers revealed that a number of them associated the canvas with tender reminiscences of their personal past or family history. 34Such associations must be evoked by qualities in this composition far removed from the arcane politico-economic and socio-iconographic readings of the Grande Jatte comprehended only by a small group of scholars.35 Like valid scientific theories, convincing iconographic interpretations of masterpieces should possess a certain beauty, echoing, however dimly, the radiant character of the works they seek to explicate. Seurat's great painting elevates the responsive viewer to a reflective, contemplative-even spiritualized-state, far removed from concerns about the struggles of the proletariat in nineteenth-century France.
Apart from their seemingly forced character, these revisionist interpretations of the Grande Jatte typically require endowing certain protagonists in the painting with specific identifications or imputed characteristics. pointed out that Seurat represented only one complete nuclear family in the canvas, the relatively tiny group of mother, father, and baby portrayed in the distant center of the picture. This argument ignores evidence suggesting that Seurat's decision to emphasize female figures in the Grande Jatte may originally have been conceived primarily for artistic purposes. Bathing, Asnieres, Seurat's first large-scale painting, completed just prior to the Grandejatte, also shows contemporary Parisians enjoying themselves along the Seine. The fact that both canvases were once the same size (until the artist enlarged the Grande Jatte to add its painted border) and that their settings depict the same point on opposite banks of the river has led many critics to postulate that they originally shared a thematic program that subsequently lost importance as the Grandejatte evolved (and acquired more and more personal meanings?).40 If the two pictures once shared such a programmatic link, Seurat's decision to feature women and girls so prominently in the Grande Jatte becomes more understandable, because Bathing depicts only male figures, primarily adolescent boys, and the contrast would have provided artistic variety.
In her summary of Seurat's biography, Clayson did not mention the fact that the artist himself came from a broken family, for his father deserted his family physically and emotionally, if not financially, leaving the future artist to be raised in effect by his mother as a single parent. Her interpretation also ignored the fact that Seurat never represented intact family groups anywhere else in his oeuvre, except for the single instance in the Grandejatte. Perhaps this omission reflected neither his sociological nor his political commitment, but the impact of those childhood experiences which deeply colored his adult artistic vision.41
Although this essay challenges the notion that Seurat intended to subvert his masterpiece into a painted polemic depicting either class struggles or family problems in late nineteenth-century France, it seems clear enough that he wanted the personae of the GrandeJatte to represent a broad range of contemporary Parisian types.42 However, the degree of abstraction, regulation, and idealization that he imposed upon his protagonists transcends their personal identities, setting them forever apart from mundane considerations of role or status. At its deepest level, the Grande Jatte represents the triumph of order over chaos, the re-emergence of a classical golden age in modern Paris, with people in contemporary garb replacing the Greek characters portrayed in . 9) , a small panel painting that may or may not be a preparatory study for the Grande Jatte. It shows three little boys picnicking together, but even here the children, although physically close, really do not engage one another.
The psychological isolation that characterizes the personae of the Grande Jatte becomes even more marked in the canvases Seurat created subsequently. Although critics frequently contrast the stiffness of the populace of the Grande Jatte with the more tender, natural demeanor of the nudes represented in The Models, the isolation expressed here is no less strong, since the nudes are really the same model in three different poses (all based on great art of the past), and she does not interact with anyone, except the painted image of the woman with the monkey, reproduced from the Grande Jatte.45
Seurat's treatment of his protagonists in other late works reflects the increasing emotional withdrawal that clouded his final years. As his artistic ideas and achievements gained currency among the small circle of avantgarde artists active in Paris and Brussels, he became ever more fearful that others would steal and cheapen the inventions that he regarded as his alone. As his paranoia congealed, he removed himself ever more from his peers, a distancing reflected in the marked physical and psychological isolation of the figures in The Bridge and Quays at Port-en-Bessin (1888; the Minneapolis Institute of Arts) and Bridge at Courbevoie (fig. 11) . The elegiac twilight mood of Bridge at Courbevoie permeates several of Seurat's other late landscape paintings, recalling the similar feeling apparent in the final canvases of another short-lived artist, Caravaggio, a coincidence that makes one wonder whether both men might have experienced premonitions of their coming deaths. With the creation of the GrandeJatte, the artist scored a resounding triumph over the Impressionists, especially over Monet, surely his foremost artistic competitor. But Seurat simultaneously achieved a still more definitive victory over his tyrannical father, a man whose example, as we have seen, imbued his son with an awareness of the importance of a methodical approach to life, while simultaneously serving as a constant reminder of the necessity for grounding one's dreams of achievement in vigorous preparation. Ever mindful of this example, the future artist prepared for his public career by undertaking a rigorous, self-designed apprenticeship before making his public debut as a painter. He extended the same careful procedures to the creation of the Grande Jatte, which evolved into its definitive form with the aid of dozens of preparatory drawings and sketches.
The fact that the picture indirectly alludes to so many great religious works of the past suggests that, from the beginning, it assumed special spiritual connotations in the mind of its creator. The religious aspects of the composition became increasingly important as the picture progressed, and by the time Seurat applied the topmost layer of Pointillist dots to the painting, each stroke had assumed the character of a ritualistic gesture imbued with a holy quality. This underlying spirituality of the Grande Jatte, however, did not translate itself into overt religious imagery; rather it is reflected in the meditative nature of the canvas and the hieratic, processional character of its protagonists. In creating this great painting, 
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